will draw from the most notable discussions of the epic genre to outline a theory of epic criticism which synthesizes the insights of these earlier formulations in such a way that they can be equally applicable to any narrative medium, while remaining precise enough to explain the epic as a genre that fulfils a specific cultural role. From there, I hope to point toward the way in which such a theory might help us better understand the resurgent popularity of the "epic" across multiple narrative media, and further identify some of the new challenges that arise in critiquing the creation and circulation of such stories.
A Brief Sketch of Epic Criticism
Epic, of course, comes from the Greek epos, and throughout the history of literary criticism in the West, the genre has been inextricably linked with Homer and Ancient Greek civilization. The earliest surviving analysis of the epic as such 2 is Aristotle's Poetics, and this text remains one with which critics of epic must grapple because of its remarkable influence. For Aristotle, epic poetry -understood mostly as the Iliad, but including other works traditionally in the Homeric corpus -was the highest form of narrative literature, notable for its "seriousness"; in Aristotle's view, this seriousness was taken over in Ancient Greek culture by the advent of tragic drama, which added some new elements (different poetic meters within the same work, for instance) while narrowing the narrative focus (i.e., adhering to the three "unities" of time, place, and action). Yet epic continued to excel at conveying scope and grandeur in an elevated style:
Epic poetry has, however, a great -a special -capacity for enlarging its dimensions … owing to the narrative form, many events simultaneously transacted can be presented; and these, if relevant to the subject, add mass and dignity to the poem. The Epic has here an advantage [over tragedy], and one that conduces to grandeur of effect, to diverting the mind of the hearer, and relieving the story with varying episodes (24.4)
The idea that the "epic" and "heroic poetry" were interchangeable concepts became commonplace in classical antiquity. Ennius and, most famously, Virgil provided examples of Latin epics for the Romans of the late Republic and Empire. Even Lucretius'
De Rerum Natura and Ovid's Metamorphoses, whose didactic or anti-heroic styles displayed a certain generic anarchism at the level of content, aspired to be epics on formal grounds and, lacking a better category for them, they have been accepted as such ever since.
As with much else from antiquity, the strong link between the epic as a thematic genre and the epic as a poetic form was picked up by Renaissance thinkers when they imitated the classics. Sir Philip Sidney, in An Apology for Poetry (1595), calls "Heroical" poetry, namely long narrative verse in the style of Homer, "the best and most accomplished kind of Poetry" (119). Sidney argues that because poetry is, according to him, ideally an imitation of the true state of things, then verse that exalts the deeds of the likes of Achilles, Cyrus, 3 Aeneas, Turnus, Tydeus, and Rinaldo 4 "teacheth and moveth to the most high and excellent truth." (119) Aeneas, predictably, is held especially high as a moral exemplar. Meanwhile, Torquato Tasso, in Discourses on the Heroic Poem (1594), says epic poetry is "most excellent" (6) because it is "an imitation of a noble action, great and perfect, narrated in the loftiest verse, with the purpose of moving the mind to wonder and thus being useful" (17) for readers "to raise their own minds to its example" (5). As the author not only of the Discourses, but of the epic La Gerusalemme Liberata, Tasso was a "Renaissance man" both in the traditional sense of someone who excelled at diverse endeavours, as well as being quite typical of his time in his (mostly) deferent attitude toward Aristotelian authority. The Renaissance's imitation of the classical epic ideal reached its zenith with John Milton, whose work was arguably the most successful and memorable of those trying to square Christian theology with the style and form of classical authors, most notably Virgil.
Just as ancient epics themselves served as examples that long defined the genre, classical commentaries played an equal part in bolstering these views. Aristotle's framework endured, and had a number of lasting effects on analyses of epic that followed.
Three of his observations are of particular importance: the first was the idea that the epic as such is a "dead" genre, a view that led to the distinction between the primary or oral epic (i.e., Homer) and the secondary or written epic (Virgil et al.) ; the second was the idea of the high quality of the epic's language; the third was the idea of the great scope allowed by the episodic, paratactic structure of epic narrative. Remarkably, this rudimentary framework of epic genre theory persisted for over two millennia, and still has some force, even though Aristotle's discussion of Homer depends very much on the historical context of the sixth through fourth centuries BC. (Nagy 27) Only the arrival of the modern novel, a literary genre with its own contingent and problematic history, would permanently disrupt Aristotle's schema; this was because the novel, although formally very different from the classical epic, often shared or even took over many of the same thematic and socio-cultural functions.
It should therefore not be surprising that Mikhail Bakhtin explicitly took
Aristotle's genre theory as a starting point when trying to make sense of the novel. In his seminal essay "Epic and Novel," Bakhtin says that "Aristotle's poetics, although occasionally so deeply embedded as to be almost invisible, remains the stable foundation for the theory of genres" -that is, until the arrival of the novel, in the face of which "genre theory must submit to a radical re-structuring." (8) For Bakhtin, the epic is the product of a monological culture, closed off in the past, "complete" in that sense, and therefore exhibiting "epic distance. 7 Here we have completely before us again the wealth and many-sidedness of interests, situations, characters, relations involved in life, the background of a whole world, as well as the epic portrayal of events. But what is missing is the primitive poetic general situation out of which the epic proper proceeds. (1092) The "general world-situation" required for the epic, on the other hand, is one in which a kind of national wholeness has already developed in a given society, but which still predates the development of abstract institutions and laws that are removed from daily life. Hegel's view is thus very much that the epic "proper" results from a very particular historical situation that is defined by the individual's relationship to the rest of his world. For Hegel, none of the particular things, such as food, shelter, and tools, that man needs for his "external life"
should have been only dead means of livelihood; on the contrary he must still feel himself alive in them and with his whole mind and self, and therefore give a really human, animated, and individual stamp to what is inherently external by bringing it into close connection with the human individual. Our modern machines and factories with their products, as well as our general way of satisfying the needs of our external life, would from this point of view be just as unsuitable as our modern political organization is for the social background required by the primitive epic. (1052) (1053) The Hegelian perspective was expanded most famously by Georg Lukács, who, in The Theory of the Novel, identified an expression of the whole of lived experience as the aim of both the epic and the novel. The epic, Lukács claimed, "gives form to a totality of life that is rounded from within; the novel seeks, by giving form, to uncover and construct the concealed totality of life." (60) Lukács saw the "age of epic" as the time before men had discovered "interiority," before they could thus be alienated from themselves; one such "happy" time (29) Lukács's analysis is important for the present discussion because it goes beyond
Hegel in exploring the relationship between the epic hero and his community. "It is traditionally thought," Lukács notes, "that one of the essential characteristics of the epic is the fact that its theme is not a personal destiny but the destiny of a community" (66).
He is referring to the old category of the "national" epic, which follows the model of the Aeneid, although the type of nationalism in question referred to a more nineteenthcentury sensibility. Lukács, however, is able to extend this idea, and claims that the epic hero is the community itself (66). Thus he is able to reconcile Dante Alighieri, whose "hero's lived experience was the symbolic unity of human destiny in general" (69), and who was long an anomaly as a poet of undeniably epic scope and caliber having no interest in martial shenanigans whatsoever, with a more traditional understanding of epic.
Yet Lukács, who is more interested in the novel as a successor to the epic than the epic as such, says perhaps not enough about the crucial distinction between the epic as form (heroic verse), and the epic as something beyond mere form, though he seems to have an implicit understanding of the difference between the two. Lukács is right to stress, in response to earlier commentators, that "[it] would be superficial -a matter of a mere artistic technicality -to look for the only and decisive genre-defining criterion in the question of whether a work is written in verse or prose" (56). Yet he himself sows confusion when he uses paradoxical phrases like "[t]he epic and the novel, these two major forms of great epic literature" (56) or "the epic individual, the hero of the novel" (66). Lukács must mean something else by epic here, beyond the formal or even sociohistorical function of epic poetry proper. He, like Bakhtin, implies but does not articulate a trans-historical genre of epic that can somehow include both Homeric epic and the modern novel. How one defines the epic as a genre or "mode," which encompasses the heroic verse epic, yet also finds room for the same sort of "totality" in other literary forms, appears to be the real crux of the problem of categorization and analysis.
By the middle of the twentieth century, critics seem to have a more nuanced approach to the epic. In "Odysseus' Scar," the celebrated first chapter of his Mimesis, Erich Auerbach touches upon epic theory in his comparative analysis of the Odyssey and the Book of Genesis. As with Bakhtin and Lukács, Auerbach demonstrates an implicit dissatisfaction with nineteenth-century categorizations, but, at the same time, he only shows a passing interest in reformulating them -the epic genre is not his primary concern.
Auerbach cites an epistolary exchange between Goethe and Schiller on Homer, and agrees with the German Romantics that there is a "retarding element" in the Homeric poems (5); Auerbach's main contention in his own work is that the Homeric style remains all "foreground," an absolute present devoid of suspense (7). Yet Auerbach is careful to point out that this style is a feature of the Odyssey, but is not necessarily a feature of epic itself:
Both Schiller and Goethe raise Homer's procedure to the law of epic poetry in general, and Schiller's words quoted above [that Homer's goal is "already present at every point in his progress"] are meant to be universally binding upon the epic poet, in contradistinction from the tragic.
Yet in both modern and ancient times, there are important epic works which are composed throughout with no "retarding element" in this sense but, on the contrary, with suspense throughout, and which perpetually "rob us of our emotional freedom"-which power Schiller will grant only to the tragic poet. (5) What these other "important epic works" may be, Auerbach does not make immediately clear, although it is apparent elsewhere in his writing that the book of Genesis must be included in Auerbach's conception. For instance, even as he sets Homer and the Bible in diametric opposition, Auerbach states that the Old Testament is written in an "equally ancient and equally epic style" as the Odyssey (7), and that the story of
Abraham's sacrifice of his son "certainly deserves the epithet epic" (11) . Both are vastly disparate literary representations of reality, reflecting the differences in the societies in which they were composed, compiled, and written, but both are fundamentally epic.
Although Auerbach does not explain what "epic" actually means for him, let alone construct a theory of epic, here he does provide an explanation of how the generic term has come to be misused. Auerbach says that the "foregrounding" effect of Homer is "the actual source of the conception of epic which they themselves [Goethe and Schiller] hold, and with them all writers decisively influenced by classical antiquity" (5). The danger is to mistake the classical epic as the only model for all subsequent epics, instead of a particular instance of the genre that was determined in part by its own cultural milieu. 
Epic Form and Historical Context
And yet some formalism at the textual level is required, lest "epic" balloon into a category so inclusive it loses all distinctive utility. Another criterion for the epic that seems to transcend particular contexts is that any work, to be epic, must be as complex and as serious as possible within the affordances of its particular narrative medium. To extend Frye's observations, we might say that not only must the epic describe a particular relationship between the hero and his or her world, but there must also be an analogous relationship between the epic narrative text and its own real-life world, a relationship that mirrors the first. Or, to put it in the terms of formalist narratology, not only must the fabula (the story) be epic, but the syuzhet (the telling of the story) must be "epic" too. As
Pierre Bourdieu points out (53-55), genres are in constant flux in the "field of cultural production" and the status of particular works or authors is determined partly by their "position-takings" within that field in relation to the other works and authors; these positions thereafter influence the positions taken by works and authors that will follow.
On a broader scale, this occurs between media forms too, as they jockey for cultural supremacy within a dialectical logic of remediation (Bolter and Grusin 45) . This is no less true for the epic as it is for other genres, although the process of creative oneupmanship is perhaps more pronounced among works that aspire to epic status precisely because they must supplant or subsume their rivals in this way to succeed as epics. This accounts for the often-prodigious length of such texts, and suggests why they are almost never read, despite their status as literary monuments. What is interesting is that
Moretti argues that during the nineteenth century, the "age of the novel," much of this epic experimentation did not occur in the novel, with the exception of Moby-Dick, and
Moretti also tentatively extends his analysis beyond the purely literary medium, in a perceptive chapter on Wagner's Ring cycle. Thus we can see elements of "novelistic" subversiveness, in the Bakhtinian sense, operating in fictional narratives that are outside both the formal conventions of the traditional (heroic-poetic) epic and the traditional (realist) novel during the modern era. However, Moretti's heuristic model is perhaps at once too broad -nearly any work that is sufficiently large, and even boring, can be a "world text" from this perspective -and too narrow -the model seems to have room only for the most rarefied epics.
Juggling so many shifting definitions of concepts like "epic" and "novel" across different traditions and within different socio-historical contexts is difficult, and speaks to the underlying challenge of generic classification. But it must be remembered that this is a perennial problem -genres were elastic even for the Greeks, and here we can return to the genesis of the epic as a critical category for illumination. Gregory Nagy points out that between Homer and Aristotle, the term "epic" (epos) had a number of different meanings, and insight from these semantic shifts sheds light on how the same processes work in modern commentators such as Bakhtin, Lukács, Frye, and Moretti. In Homer's time, the word epos was one half of a linked pair with muthos; when the two terms were understood in relation to each other, muthos was marked, referring to a long, public and authoritative speech-act, and epos was unmarked, a shorter, less "performative" kind of speech. Thus the muthos was the "epic" of the Homeric bard, while the epos was an instance of less formal speech contained within the muthos (25); in other words, the recitation of the Homeric poem itself was considered an instance of muthos, whereas the recitation of a speech in the first person within that poem was an epos. When epos was not linked with muthos, however, it could mean a song as performed -i.e., rhythmic poetry -and between the Archaic and Hellenistic periods this meaning was strengthened when epos was no longer paired with muthos at all. Muthos came to mean primarily "story" or "myth", in contrast with truth (aletheia); muthos and epos both shifted from being markers of a performance context to being qualitative categories of narrative content. Nagy adds that
In our own contemporary usage of the English words epic and myth, we see indirect reflexes of the later semantic specialization of epos, and of the later semantic specialization of muthos. As parallels to English epic and myth, we may look back and compare Aristotle's use of epe (the Attic form of epea) in the sense of epic and of muthos in the sense of myth as "plot." (26) These subtle semantic shifts demonstrate the dangers of universalizing Aristotle's formulations, applying them indiscriminately outside their historical context; and Nagy takes Bakhtin to task specifically, saying that even the Odyssey seems more appropriate to Bakhtin's own idea of the novel, not the epic. More importantly, though, Nagy recognizes the distinction between the epic of an oral, folkloric tradition (what we would loosely call "myth"), and the epic of performance (the poem qua epic), as well as the "gap between the notional totality" of the former and the "practical limitations of epic in actual performance." (28) Moreover, if indeed epic can be realized informally as well as formally, it becomes the ideal multiform, accommodating a variety of forms. I draw attention to the inclusiveness, the notional wholeness of Homeric poetry. Here is a genre that becomes a container, as it were, of a vast variety of other genres … a medium of discourse that sees itself as all-embracing of the society identified by it and identifying with it. (28-29)
The epic has indeed become a super-genre, in the sense suggested by Nagy and Moretti, which, while continuing to include such traditional martial epics as the Iliad, has the theoretical flexibility to include other formal and thematic genres. Historically, this begins more or less with the novel, but the process, crucially, never stopped with Dickens or Dostoevsky; the epic super-genre can, and I believe by its very nature must, also encompass the variety of new narrative media which began to appear at the end of the nineteenth century -film and comic strips, followed later by comic books, television, video games, and so on. 11 The genre clearly becomes "remediated" (Bolter and Grusin 45) within a hierarchy of media forms, and it is clear even in day-to-day discourse that there can be different "levels" of epic in popular understanding (especially since "epic"
has experienced a minor renaissance as a colloquialism). However, without an examination of the details or implications of this process, even popular notions, let alone critical analysis, can become confused. The failure to distinguish different kinds and characteristics of "epic" is what mars some of the current attempts at a trans-media approach, especially in film studies.
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Toward a Genre Theory of Epic
Norman Fairclough's critical discourse analysis offers a model for overcoming this problem, and his emphasis on genres as discourses within a social context accords nicely with Nagy's stress on genre as a type of speech act. Fairclough suggests that genres can be thought of at three different levels of abstraction: these are pre-genres, disembedded genres, and situated genres. (68) Within this framework, epic can function in combination with other genres at the level of a pre-genre, encompassing even predominantly non-discoursal activities and events, as when we talk about an "epic battle." Epic can function at the level of a disembedded genre, which, though less abstract, can encompass more than one type of practice; an example would be "epic narrative," which, though clearly discoursal, is broad enough to encompass a variety of media. Finally, the epic can function at the level of a situated genre, specific to a discoursal context; this would be the epic oral poem.
The confusion, or at least the lack of specificity, in terminology noted earlier in the works of various critics occurs when a situated genre is expanded to include practices on greater levels of abstraction -in other words, when it becomes "disembedded." We have seen how "epic" once meant only a certain type of epic oral poem, but was later expanded to mean narrative in the epic mode; as such, it could then be re-embedded in other linguistic forms (prose), and even other media (comic books, films, video games, etc.). This process is illustrated in Figure 1 . This also explains the similar confusion over terms such as the "novel": though Bakhtin had in mind long prose works when he discussed the novel, he was in fact analysing the genre at the disembedded level (i.e., as a narrative mode). Bakhtin's particular way of conceiving "seriousness" and "distance" could just as easily apply to media such as film and television; one could interpret the shift from the studio system to the "new" Hollywood of the 1970s analogously with Bakhtin's shift from epic to novel. 13 Examining the process of dis-and re-embedding of genres can also go some way to explain attempts to classify problematic, "monumental" works in other media not generally known for being epic in the sense of films such as Spartacus or Ben-Hur. For example, HBO's The Wire has been described as "novelistic,"
but in the sense of an "epic novel" explicitly along the lines of War and Peace or MobyDick (Mittell 429); here elements of both epic and novel have been situated anew in the specific media genre of the episodic television drama.
For the present purpose of articulating a genre theory of epic we have a number of productive ideas: the Aristotelean notions of epic seriousness, quality, and expansiveness;
Lukács' insights into the role of the community; Frye on the heroic range of action;
Bakhtin and Moretti, with some Bourdieu, on the epic in relation to its literary universe; Nagy and Fairclough's communicative, performative, and above all mutative understanding of genre. The task now is to weave all these theoretical strands into the fabric of a tent under which all epics might be gathered. We can summarize by defining the epic as a disembedded genre of a totalizing work of narrative; it aspires to a qualitatively elevated style, and its themes look beyond individual concerns to those of a community. Although primarily fictive, the epic's narrative must draw upon and allude to a greater body of symbolic material, which might variously be mythic, fictive, or historical. This greater narrative corpus we may call, extrapolating from Nagy, the mythos, of which the epic strives to include as much of as possible -but never can. This explains the encyclopaedic tendency of epic, as noted by Moretti, Frye, Havelock, and others. The epic aspires either to represent or to create a totality, to encapsulate an entire culture, and to be the definitive expression of its subject. Thus the epic is invariably an epic "of" something: The Wire is the epic of West Baltimore as much as the Aeneid is the epic of Augustan Rome.
Four Levels of the Epic's Symbolic Content
This attempt at totality can never be complete, as it would require a Borgesian, full-scale map of the world. However, we can fruitfully plot such attempts at epicconstruction across four distinct levels of symbolic content; whatever specific content each particular narrative epic encompasses determines what kind of epic it is, as well as its relationship to other cultural productions and its relationship to its culture as a whole.
Figure 2 illustrates these levels, with the relationship between Virgil and Ovid; the New
Testament is included as well as a kind of "control," or counter-example, as it is roughly contemporaneous.
First, there is the epic as it is generally understood, or what we may specifically call the analytical level of epos; this is the narrative work itself (of whatever medium), which is constructed in such a way to fulfil (or attempt to fulfil) certain formal criteria:
namely, that it is highly complex and cohesive relative to comparable works in the same medium. It is regarded as "high quality," and these formal criteria are specific to the affordances of the work's particular medium and production context. Thus the "bigger"
and "better" a work is, relative to its peers, the more "epic" it is.
Next, there is the mythos; this comprises the other narrative works from which the epos draws, or with which it must otherwise contend. Where the level of epos is primarily formal/textual, that of the mythos is historical and paratextual. Crucially, once an epos is published or otherwise circulates, it then becomes part of the mythos for all works that follow: if it is successful, it becomes a definitive version of the narrative mythos with which subsequent works must come to terms.
The relationship between the Aeneid and Ovid's works is paradigmatic here.
Ovid's early treatment of Virgilian material came in the Heroides, particularly its seventh of the culture of which it is a part; it is "determined," in the sense defined by Raymond Williams (87) , by the limits and pressures of its culture, but an epos also reproduces (and hence helps evolve) the symbolic limits of that culture. A work can be especially "epic" in this sense if it even anticipates this determination by creating narrative representations that do not previously appear in the mythos (and are therefore "original") but are nevertheless wholly consonant with the ethos.
Finally, the broadest level of analysis is the cosmos, or the "totality" of which Lukács and others spoke in relation to the epic; the epos represents (or is believed to represent) a significant totality. As with the mythos and the ethos, the cosmos is also fractal, in that we can conceive of various different scales of totality as required, defined by a particular time and place; the greater this totality, the more "epic" the work is. The cosmos is therefore the level of culture as it is broadly understood. For example, the Roman Empire of the first century AD can be thought of as the totality, the cosmos, of (69) and while the process clearly predates modern capitalism and is not necessarily capitalistic as such, dis-and re-embedding genres can be one axis along which capital accumulation can proceed. This can be seen in the notion of what might be called the "bootstrapping" epic, which, instead of using a long-established mythos, creates a new narrative "universe" out of whole cloth or assumes such a universe that may or may not be filled in later. This is often less a result of wanting to create something wholly original (especially since rehashing a recognizable mythos usually generates more predictable returns) than it is a way to avoid licensing another author or corporation's intellectual property. For example, the Mass Effect video game series and its derivative novels, comics, and the like, do this quite deliberately . The desire to create vast works that incorporate as much narrative material as possible thereby comes up against a kind of "enclosure" of symbolic material within a culture. The old rural commons were physically finite, and, once they were enclosed, no more land was available for common use. The terrain of culture, on the other hand, has in theory no limit on the symbolic material upon which aspiring creators might graze; when in practice that material is (Bridge 188) ; whatever the literary merits of J. K. Rowling's books, the series also exemplifies the last vestiges of traditional "authorship" among such franchises. Even these epics represent decades of work from their respective authors, and when they are invariably licensed and adapted into feature films, video games, and other spin-off narratives, it becomes still more difficult to isolate authorship in the manner of auteur theory. As such, all those working to create these epics have increasingly large mythoi to master -whether that involves ploughing through back issues of Detective Comics or consulting glossaries of Klingon or Elvish -and so the fragmentation becomes further entrenched. It will be interesting to see, in a century or two, how many of these complex storyworlds survive, or if they will suffer the same fate that traditionalists have feared are befalling the classics of the Western canon; and if they too fade away, one might wonder whether the final irony will occur, that even they will have a dwindling cohort of defenders, bemoaning the loss of these new classics in favour of even newer cultural productions.
Finally, the problem of scale poses challenges for criticism itself. In fact, this has always been a problem vis-à-vis the epic: the amount of study required to achieve competency in any one cultural tradition precludes an in-depth understanding of others, and this is not helped by fact that, traditionally, even epic poetry has been seen as the culmination of the life's work of the poet. This was certainly the case with, for instance, Virgil, Dante, and Milton, and the amount of effort they put into preparing their masterpieces is well documented. We can only speculate about the efforts of "Homer" or anonymous medieval redactors, but their works demonstrate no less dedication of time and energy into mastering their craft and traditions. It is difficult enough to fully understand the works and cultural contexts of any one of these, much less understand them in considerable depth within the context of a greater Western tradition. Moreover, fully understanding them while simultaneously mastering epics outside of the Western tradition, such as the Bhagavad Gita, becomes even more exponentially difficult, if it is humanly possible at all.
Likewise, a greater and more diverse critical competency is required to deal with many of the epics in new media. The Wagnerian ideal of the Gesamtkunstwerk -the "total artwork" bringing together music, drama, design, and so on -has only grown more complex in its possibilities, as the "texts" of television, film, and video games aggregate techniques of signification and refashion prior media forms (Bolter and Grusin 273) The totalizing impulse of the epic necessarily means that epic works are constantly at the forefront of this process. What is needed, then, is the "flexible" formalist approach, with the ultimate goal of a Gesamtkunstkritik, or total art criticism, which can evaluate the component parts of these complex works on their own merits and with the appropriate attention with relation to the whole.
There is a strange irony in the fact that, just as the narrative epic tries to encapsulate within it an impossibly large social totality, epic criticism also grapples with the paradox of comprehending and representing an impossibly large totality of cultural production. In this way both the making and the understanding of epics are activities that are aspirational, inherently deficient; we may recall here Franco Moretti's argument that epics seem always to be flawed masterpieces. And yet poets -and novelists, and artists, and directors, and designers, and programmers -keep trying. That alone should justify the attention of the theorist and critic, but criticism too can find value in aspiring to an ideal of understanding which it ultimately may never achieve. The caricature of postmodernism, in which there are seemingly no standards, no shared aesthetic criteria, a radical levelling of all cultural values, must be avoided even as the postmodern or poststructuralist era brings to our attention the limitations and dangers of uncritical reliance on totalizing concepts. This is something that even the pioneers of current critical fragmentation understood: for instance, Derrida notes in his famous critique of structuralism 16 that "I want to emphasize … simply that the passage beyond philosophy does not consist in turning the page of philosophy (which usually comes down to philosophizing badly), but in continuing to read philosophers in a certain way." (288) No system of thought or theoretical framework will allow us to understand fully; but surely we can understand better by grappling with that fact, even as we continue to theorize, than by throwing up our hands and not even trying. Worse yet, we must not be tempted by a nihilistic theory that legitimates this refusal to grapple with epistemological paradoxes in the name of "relativism."
What is popularly termed "relativism" ought properly to be called "absolutism" -it is after all a rejection of the idea that things can be meaningfully compared to each other, that they are instead absolutely separate. Even if, in a thousand years, the Iliad and Gilgamesh are still recited, while Batman and Star Trek are long forgotten, the effort to understand them in relation must have some reward. As Matthew Arnold once noted about criticism in the context of English literature, the times are few indeed in which both great artists are born and the socio-historical conditions exist to nurture them; criticism's purpose is to recognize that rare convergence when it happens, and to develop the intellectual tools to prepare the way when it has not. And in a sense this constant striving, the reaching beyond one's means, is indicative of the impulse to create epics that never quite seems to go away. If it appears strange to invoke Arnold, the prophet of nineteenthcentury high culture, in the same breath, as it were, as Derrida and the postmoderns, I can only point out that classification and criticism of the epic genre is ironically an epic endeavour in itself; it is the re-embedding of the totalizing concept into critical discourse.
Gesamtkunstkritik mirrors its own object of study. The eclectic inclusion of a whole host of critics, from Aristotle to Arnold, and beyond, is in the end no more or less strange than a made-up starship captain, who reads ancient Greek in his off-hours, telling the world about a legendary Akkaddian king via the electronic hearth of a television screen.
